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	1. The Interview

**The Interview **

"I'm not sure you'd be right for this." Natasha flips through the folder she has in her hands as she talks, as if she needs it to make a decision. As if she doesn't know Pearl.

"Why?" There's an irritation in Pearl's voice.

Natasha slams the folder shut and places her hands on it. "It's a desk job. A glorified secretarial position."

Pearl knows Natasha, who's wearing her worn-out black leather jacket with a black top and black jeans and looks like she's in a motorcycle gang, only agreed to interview her to talk her out of wanting the job at the New Avengers Facility. She might have hair whiter than the sun, but she's no dumb blonde and she is not about to give up, even if she thinks the name New Avengers Facility is literally the stupidest name for anything in the history of the world, ever, and hopes they'll change it before printing calling cards. Though the apartment she lives in is smaller than a minivan and located in Brooklyn, and not even the cool part of Brooklyn with all the hipsters and their bikes and moustaches, it's not cheap. Pearl needs a job, almost any job will do, and no government run agency wants to hire her - she knows, she tried them all. One little mistake and it's like she's Monica Lewinsky.

They're sitting across from each other in a small room that seems to have been renovated quite recently. Everything, meaning two chairs and one floor lamp in the corner, is new and white and Pearl suspects she's the first person to sit in the uncomfortable metal chair that keeps digging into her back through the crisp white button-up shirt she's wearing paired with a black high-waisted skater skirt. The room echoes when Pearl taps her high-heeled shoe to the grey tile. A nervous habit.

"I know most of the software you guys have and I'll learn the rest," Pearl says. She stops tapping her shoe when Natasha glances at it and begins fiddling with the rings on her right hand instead.

Natasha runs her hand through her short red hair and hesitates for a split second. "You're more than qualified. A lot more. Going from the field to this... I don't know. You'd get bored."

"Trust me. Field work is the last thing I want to do right now." Pearl believes herself when she says it, but Natasha probably doesn't since she has a built-in lie detector that is annoyingly accurate and her gaze seems to be drilling into Pearl's dark blue eyes.

"Alright. So, the CIA booted your ass because of the affair but I spoke with your former supervisor and he thinks very highly of your work."

Of course Natasha brings it up, forcing Pearl to relive the shame once again. It was different when they were at that cute bar on Mulberry Street, the one with all the indie beers, drunk off their asses, laughing about the whole thing. That's the kind of situation where Pearl doesn't mind talking about it or making fun of herself for being so god-damn idiotic, but in the light of day it's not even funny. It's really just sad.

"Well, he has every reason to. And thank you, so much, for reminding me of my poor decisions, especially when you know I didn't do it on purpose." Pearl tries to remain calm and collected but there's a definite bitterness in her voice. Natasha is the one that wanted to hold an official, serious interview and now she's the one that's steering the conversation off the rails. Clearly Natasha does not understand that this job is everything to Pearl. Her former co-worker Lenny, the guy that was fired for accidentally leaking classified information to the Russians, has already offered her a job at the mall in New Jersey, where he runs the security team. Pearl does not want to become Lenny. She does not want to be like the guy that leaves his top-secret USB drive on the table at a Starbucks while going to pee.

"You kind of did. You just didn't know he was married."

Pearl still maintains that it should've been his job on the line and not hers as she didn't know about the wife and the two kids and the white picket fence, and yet she was the one that got fired while he got a two-week suspension, that was really just a paid vacation. Being the head of a department really worked out well for him.

Pearl scratches the bridge of her nose. "Yeah, anyway, I'm celibate now."

"Oh, well then, congratulations. The job is yours." Natasha looks and sounds super serious as she gets up and extends her arm.

"You've become quite the comedian," Pearl says dryly, getting up, sure that the chair has left permanent markings on her back, and shakes the redhead's hand.

Natasha's serious expression falters and a smile curves up onto her lips. "That whole celibacy thing? I give it a month, tops."

Pearl smirks, making Natasha laugh and roll her eyes. "Alright, let's get you settled in."

They walk down a white hallway with lots of doors that have round windows like cartoon submarines always seem to have. Pearl tries to peek into all the rooms as Natasha babbles on about the boring details of the job. Pearl catches glimpses of high-tech equipment and weapons but most rooms seem to be filled with boxes on top of boxes and surrounded by even more boxes.

Natasha catches Pearl looking, which isn't surprising as Pearl is hardly being subtle, jumping from one wall to another, almost sticking her nose against the windows. Natasha motions towards the boxes. "Those are old SSR and SHIELD files. They need to be digitalized and you'll be in charge of handling it."

"Neat." Pearl is not even being sarcastic as it actually sounds awesome, rifling through old files from sixty or seventy years ago and getting paid for it.

Natasha keeps walking, but Pearl spots something in one of the rooms that isn't a box but rather a dark figure. A person. The door has a keypad just like the other doors but its frame's been reinforced with steel and it's bolted shut with a metal bar. Three security cameras point towards the door.

A man inside sits on a bench, staring at the wall. He's wearing a grey sweater and matching joggers and the whole outfit reminds Pearl of the clothes inmates wear, or at least wore the last time she visited a prison, and they're terribly ugly and ill-fitting. His long, dark hair drapes around his face and hangs over his eyes and his beard has not been shaved for a while and he really looks like a hobo, but Pearl doesn't think a simple homeless man would warrant three security cameras and a heavy duty door.

The man suddenly looks up, making Pearl almost stumble over her own legs out of surprise. He stares at her with his blue eyes and when she looks away, he seems to track her movement. Natasha notices Pearl has stopped walking and she walks back and she does not look pleased with her pursed lips and crossed arms.

"Let's go."

"But what-" Pearl motions her head towards the window and Natasha quickly glances inside and back at Pearl with the serious look that Pearl knows really well that makes Natasha's lips look really full and her eyes are really intense like she's on the cover of Vogue, but then her brows furrow and her lips part a little and she looks back inside. And back at Pearl. And back at the man. He's still staring at Pearl and he looks sort of scary and intense and blinks about once every two minutes, which is weird, but the clothes really help make him less intimidating. Pearl runs her fingers through her curls and his eyes lock onto her hand and she smiles, making him blink and his eyes open slightly wider than before, and she doesn't even know what compelled her to smile but she smiles at everyone and it kind of reminds her of the time she smiled at the old Korean man, who runs the convenience store on her block, and he added her as a Facebook friend and started sending her pictures of his ass.

Pearl runs after and catches up with Natasha who is now quickly stomping her way down the hall. "Who is it?"

"The Winter Soldier." Natasha shows her keycard to the reader by the door at the end of the hall and they go through.

"Wow."

The information of his identity definitely makes him more terrifying and Pearl wonders if the metal bar and a few pieces of steel are really enough to keep him in confinement. And why is he not dead or in prison? Natasha has on her mission face so Pearl decides not to bother her with questions, even though a million new ones keep popping up every second.

They walk down another hallway until Natasha opens up a door to her left and ushers Pearl in. Sitting by a round table, that's covered with blueprints to what looks like a ship of some sort, is Captain America and Sam Wilson, aka The Falcon, who Pearl recognises from photos on Natasha's phone. He's not wearing his wings so Pearl doesn't think he should be called Falcon, after all she never calls Natasha Black Widow, but maybe Captain America should always be called Captain America. As a way to respect him, since the elderly should be treated with respect and he's about a hundred years old, even if he's well preserved and even more dashing in person than in any picture or video she's seen.

The guys turn towards the door.

"Cap, I'd like you to meet our newest recruit," Natasha says and pushes Pearl to get closer.

Captain America gets up and so does Sam Wilson. Captain America smiles and his teeth are whiter than white, even whiter than Pearl's hair, and straight like a street in Germany. "Your friend, right?"

Natasha nods, sort of. They've known each other for years but calling them friends would be an exaggeration. They're really more like casual drinking buddies who only meet when there's something major going on that requires the consumption of alcohol, like getting fired for sleeping with your boss or having your whole agency turn out to be corrupt and full of terrorists or when your almost-boyfriend, the huge green monster, flies off in an invisible jet and goes off the grid.

Pearl extends her hand and Captain America shakes it and Pearl is sure her palm is sweaty. "Pearl Palmer. It's an honor to meet you, Captain."

He gives her a funny look and Pearl wants to slap her sweaty palm to her forehead for sounding like a huge dork. "Just call me Steve."

Sam Wilson also introduces himself and they do the necessary handshakes and the what's up's and the how are you's, and they offer Pearl a seat and a cup of coffee. She tries to act casual, as if it's just another day in her everyday life, having coffee with a bunch of superheroes, even though she doesn't even like coffee and only said yes not to be rude. She pours in milk and tons of sugar and hopes that somehow a Starbucks barista would materialize in front of her with a can of whipped cream and whatever else they put in those coffee drinks that are nothing like actual coffee.

"Funny thing happened. We walked past Bucky's room and he looked up and started staring at Pearl," Natasha says and the mood in the room becomes tense and nobody laughs and Natasha should really look up the definition of a funny thing since apparently that was not it.

"Are you sure?" Steve asks and glances over to Pearl, who's trying to sip her drink that's actually just been made worse by too much milk and sugar and is starting to taste like diabetes.

"Saw it with my own eyes."

Pearl looks up from her coffee cup to see all three staring at her intently like she's a ghost or something else incomprehensible though she's not sure if ghosts would even be a big deal these days when there's supersoldiers and Hulks and gods from other dimensions running around. "What's the big deal? He's a man, men stare."

Pearl instantly regrets saying it as it makes her sound like a brainless, conceited bimbo and she doesn't want to come off that way, at least not in front of this crowd, but it's true. With her big curls, bright lipstick and skimpy outfits Pearl is no stranger to getting attention from men. Sam lets out the weirdest snort of a laugh Pearl has ever heard and she doesn't know if it's because he gets it and maybe he is a part of these men that sometimes stare at women, or if it's because she's sounding like a silly little girl and he wonders what she's even doing in their building.

"See, the thing is, Bucky never looks at anyone, ever," Steve says.

They keep calling the Winter Soldier by this name, Bucky, and Pearl thinks it sounds vaguely familiar but the CIA never had a real name for the guy and most people, Pearl included, thought he was a ghost story so it's definitely not something she read in his file.

"Who's Bucky?"

Steve explains the whole story from the beginning, starting with who is Bucky Barnes and explaining how his death turned out to not be a death at all and the assassinations and freezing his body and how he has some sort of bionic metal arm and everything in between and more. Pearl remembers something about The Howling Commandos and Bucky Barnes from the history books she hated reading in school. Steve doesn't know the details of what they did to Bucky to make him an assassin or how he exactly survived falling off the train, but he believes his friend is still in there even if right now he seems to be in full-on Winter Soldier mode.

"The first few days he was here, he tried to kill us but after that he hasn't responded to anything. Doctor says he's in some type of shock."

"Isn't it a bit harsh, keeping him locked up like that?" Pearl asks and notices Natasha's lips pursing and Sam's eyes shifting around and he quickly grabs his cup of coffee, that probably has nothing in it anymore, and sips it very carefully.

The calm look on Steve's face becomes harder and his voice tighter. "He's my friend."

"I know, it's just it seems like it's not really working and maybe you should-", Pearl says before Steve interrups her.

"He'll remember me, eventually, and before that happens I'm not going to let Hydra get to him," he says, raising his voice and his eyes are drilling into Pearl's and she really wants to look away and her mind is telling her it would be smart to look away but some whacked part of her brain won't let her.

Natasha tugs on Steve's sleeve and motions towards the door and they go outside and Pearl knows they're talking about her. Maybe she crossed a line, questioning Steve's decision to lock up Bucky, but to her it sounds strange and counter-productive to put someone, that's been basically held prisoner, into a locked room and expect him to start warming up to you. Pearl hears muffled sounds through the door and it sounds like an argument. She sighs.

"What do you think is happening because I think I'm getting fired and I'd like another option?" Pearl asks Sam. He chuckles.

"Why do you think you'll get fired?" Sam asks and it's like he hasn't even been paying attention to anything. Pearl fears her lack of filter will cost her the job and if it doesn't, she's certainly off to a rocky start.

"I'm annoying and intrusive."

"True, but he needed that reality check."

Sam keeps sipping his coffee and Pearl stares at the door even though she's dying to ask if he's just using the coffee to get out of uncomfortable situations.

The door opens and Natasha walks in, looking smug, followed by Steve who mostly looks pissed off but also kind of defeated. He looks like he has something to say but he doesn't say anything so Natasha gives him a little nudge and after blowing some air through his nostrils, he speaks.

"Alright, Pearl. I've decided to take your advice and try something new."

Pearl smiles widely for already having a positive impact on the work environment, though Natasha probably did help, and the possibilities flash through her head. Maybe they'll get some kind of a trauma counselor for Bucky or give him the freedom to come and go as he pleases and take him places he might remember or maybe hypnosis or something. Her expression quickly falters as Steve finishes his sentence.

"I'm sending you in to talk to Bucky."


	2. Hi

**A/N**: A big thank you to everybody that followed/reviewed the first chapter, I appreciate it so much so just keep being awesome and let me know if you like the story!

**Hi**

Pearl is stupid.

A normal person would be scared to go in and talk to the man responsible for the most notorious assassinations of the last fifty-something years, but Pearl is not scared, which makes her kind of an idiot in her own mind. She's standing outside of The Winter Soldier's room with plastic bowls of food with plastic utensils on a plastic tray and she's sort of concerned with the amount of plastic, but also finds it sort of amusingly optimistical, as if the only thing stopping Bucky from trying to kill her is the fact that he doesn't have a fork or a knife or a metal tray to jam through her neck. As if he doesn't have a bionic arm with superstrength, and God knows what else, but at the same time he has such a tragic story that just melts Pearl's heart and makes it impossible to be scared of him even though she probably should.

This isn't how she expected her first day of work to go and she doesn't know what Natasha thinks will happen when she enters the room or why she came up with this idea in the first place. What is Pearl even going to say to Bucky? She's not a therapist or a trauma counselor or a doctor or any of the sort, and just because Bucky happened to look at her doesn't mean she'll get anything out of him, if even Steve, the only person that knew Bucky before he was turned into a mindless killing machine, failed to get anything more than blind rage out of him, but Natasha seems confident that something is going to happen as she stands next to Steve with her arms folded and her foot tapping the floor as she waits for Steve to unlock the locks on the door.

"You ready?" Steve asks as he lifts up the metal bar on the door. He seems quite hesitant about the whole thing, too, and he's not as good at hiding it as Pearl is.

"Totally." She sounds confident and she might really be ready, but she still hasn't got any idea of how to even begin a conversation with Bucky. She has absolutely no experience with these kind of situations.

"If something happens, we'll be right here," Sam says and reminds Pearl that there is a camera inside Bucky's room that he'll be monitoring. Natasha smiles and it's that sort of annoying, smug smile that she does so well, and Pearl is convinced she's only doing this as payback for something but can't quite put her finger on what it could be as the list of possibilities is long.

Steve punches in the code to the keypad and opens the door and Pearl steps in with her tray. He closes the door behind her and she hears the locks clicking and the metal bar clonking and for a split second she thinks about how long it would take him to open the door again if Bucky decided to attack her, but she pushes the thought out of her head. He's hunched over on the bench with his elbows resting on his knees, holding his hands, both metal and flesh, to his face, staring at the floor but when the last lock clicks, he slowly lifts up his head and once again Pearl finds herself the target of his intense stare and now that she's much closer, she can see the dark circles under his eyes and the slight hollow of his cheeks. According to Steve, he hasn't been eating and has barely slept since arriving to the facility.

Pearl places the tray on the small, plastic table to her right. He sits up straighter and his eyes follow her and she can sort of see some confusion in them, hidden behind all the anger, but it could be just her own wishful thinking of wanting to see something more.

"Hi. I'm Pearl."

Unsurprisingly, he doesn't answer. Pearl looks around the room and sees a bed and a door to what she assumes is a bathroom and not much else, but it's still better than most prisoners get to live in. It's clean and the bed looks soft and the bathroom has a door and everything. Bucky's eyes are still fixed on her and it's kind of unnerving, but it doesn't seem as though he'll start a murderous rampage anytime soon so she feels confident enough to continue.

"Can I call you Bucky? Or do you prefer James?"

He blinks. Just to make her own life easier, Pearl decides that it's a code. One blink for Bucky, two blinks for James.

"You don't talk, that's fine. I'll just talk. Do you mind if I sit down?"

Yet again, no answer, not even a blink this time, and it's beginning to feel a little like that time the CIA therapist, who Pearl had to see every two months thanks to company policy, made her pretend an empty chair was her mother and talk to it to sort out her problems and make her a better person or whatever. At least Bucky is a living, breathing human being - or maybe a cyborg but Pearl can't remember what really counts as a cyborg - and not an ugly 1980's velvet armchair, though he might be on the same level as one as far as communication skills go.

"I'll take that as a no."

Pearl sits down on the right side of the bench, leaving some breathing room between them, and crosses her legs. Bucky observes her every move and Pearl feels really small sitting next to him, because he's tall and wide and she's kind of short and dainty and he's dark and mysterious and she's really bright with her hair and pale skin. Pearl points towards the food on the tray.

"I brought you food, if you want to eat something. It's tomato soup. I'm not much of a soup person myself, so I'll understand if you don't eat it, but they didn't have anything else."

Bucky glances at it briefly before turning to stare at the door. Pearl is not sure whether to be relieved that she's no longer under such intense observation or worried that she's lost the only contact they had and he's losing interest, but she's not going to let a bowl of tomato soup be the reason she fails so she changes the subject.

"So, I've been told a lot about you and I thought maybe you'd like to know something about me."

He gives no reaction but Pearl decides to start sharing the story of her life anyway, hoping it will at the very least bore him to sleep if nothing else. It wouldn't be the first time she's put people to sleep with her ramblings and if it works, she'll at least accomplish something.

"I was born in Ohio but luckily I got away and now I live in New York, Brooklyn actually, I know you lived there once upon a time, too. I'm a former CIA agent."

Bucky turns back to look at her after the last few words, interrupting her train of thought, and she smiles, and now there's definite confusion in his eyes as they travel from her head to toe and his brows kind of furrow and he just looks all-around suspicious, like he doesn't believe a word she's saying. Pearl is used to these kind of reactions as she used to get them all the time, especially from the suit-wearing, conservative senior agents she was assigned to work with, but Bucky's expression still makes her laugh a little.

"I know, right? I don't really look like one but that's what made me a really good spy. I look just stupid enough to not get caught."

Bucky raises one eyebrow and it's clear he's still debating whether to believe her or not. Pearl is just so happy she's getting a reaction, any reaction, that she doesn't even care if he believes her.

"Anyway, that went bust, so now I work here. This is actually my first day and, uh, you're my first assignment."

She looks at him while she speaks and it's like something's changed and he's no longer observing her or staring at her, rather he seems to be looking at her, listening to what she's saying and not just trying to determine if she's a friend or foe. His expression is softer than before, more relaxed and his eyes aren't as narrow, and Pearl can kind of see the man featured in the old pictures Steve showed her earlier, but he's missing the spark in the eyes that the Bucky in the pictures seemed to have.

"Now, where was I? Right, talking about myself. I'm good at that. I live alone in a little rat hole. I used to live in a much nicer place with a roommate but she got married and moved to Connecticut and I couldn't afford it anymore. And she was kind of weird, too, her only passion in life was to find a man and get married and have kids and then just stop working and stay at home and bake cookies. I guess that's not so weird for you, though, you grew up when most women were like that."

She continues babbling in her typical light-hearted manner even though he's still not responding in any way, but once Pearl starts talking it's hard to make it stop and it seems to be doing something to him as he continues listening intently to the pointless words coming out of her mouth.

"I kind of want to get a dog but I'm never home and I've seen dog houses bigger than my apartment, so I don't think it would be fair to the dog. At one point I really wanted a hedgehog, but then I was told they eat worms and even though you can apparently get frozen worms, I just couldn't handle dealing with it. I hate worms. And cats."

"You talk a lot." When Bucky finally speaks, his voice is raspy like he hasn't talked for a few days, which he hasn't, and Pearl wants to offer him water, but decides not to as she doesn't want to seem patronizing and he's more than capable of getting water for himself, but mostly because she's too busy processing the fact that he actually talked to her.

The corner of Pearl's mouth tugs up and she can't help it. This is the moment she will in the future refer to as 'the breakthrough.' "To be fair, you don't talk at all. But you're an excellent listener."

"You're not scared of me," Bucky says and it's not a question, it's a statement and he's kind of staring again and Pearl wonders if he's trying to freak her out, because if he is, it's kind of working.

"Should I be?" Pearl asks and stares back, not letting on.

Bucky shakes his head and his long hair falls in front of his face so he sweeps it back and then looks down at his feet. He blinks slowly. "I don't know. He is."

"Steve?"

Bucky nods and his voice cracks a little. "He's scared I'm not the same."

He fiddles with the joints on his metal fingers as he keeps his head down and his eyes keep shifting around the room and it occurs to Pearl that he's nervous. All this time she's been thinking he doesn't want to be here and is angry about being a prisoner, but he's not angry. He's scared.

She places her hand on top of his much bigger one and wraps her fingers around it, making him flinch but also stop the fiddling and the tips of her fingers touch the cold metal of his other hand. "Of course you're not the same. You'll never be the same again. And that's fine."

Bucky looks up at her, looking a bit like a lost puppy, and he swallows something in his throat and it's clear he's choking up a little, trying to get words to come out. "I don't even recognize my own name."

"What did they call you? Hydra, I mean?" Pearl asks and Bucky gets a weird look in his eyes, they sort of lose focus and she immediately thinks she's said the wrong thing and gone too far too soon, but thankfully he snaps out of it.

He takes a deep breath. "The Asset."

The name makes him sound like an object or a piece of real-estate.

"That's fucked up," Pearl says and Bucky just kind of nods and she can almost see the imagery flashing behind his eyes that are fixed onto a spot on the floor. She gives his hand a little squeeze, waking him from thought. She doesn't want him to think too much about the Hydra stuff, especially now that he's just begun talking and she already regrets asking about it at all. "Do you remember anything of your life before that?"

He shakes his head again. "Bits and pieces. It comes and goes."

"Steve could help you remember," Pearl suggests, as it's the most logical solution, after all. Steve was there for most of Bucky's life and while Pearl knows Bucky is never going to be the same Bucky he used to be, as the kind of stuff he probably went through is the kind of stuff that says with you for the rest of your life, she's convinced that he can become a functioning human being, or cyborg, again.

"I don't want his help." Bucky's jaw is clenched and he looks her directly in the eyes as he says it.

"Why?"

He yanks his hands away from hers and now his voice is tight and slightly louder than before and the look in his eyes is the kind that Pearl doesn't want to mess with, even if she can't understand why Bucky would want to shut Steve out and his answers are not giving much clarity. "Because I don't want it."

"Alright. We'll think of another strategy, but right now, you have to sleep." Pearl remains calm, not wanting to push anything on him that he's not ready for, gets up and knocks on the door to let the others know she's ready to come out. The locks start rustling behind it.

Bucky climbs into bed. "You'll be back?"

His tone sounds almost hopeful and Pearl can't help but say yes before slipping out of the door, but as soon as the door closes behind her and she sees Steve and Natasha and their expecting faces, the reality hits her and she fears she might be in over her head. It was all fine and dandy when he didn't speak, but now that he's talking, and seems to only want to talk to her, it's like Pearl has all this responsibility to ask the right questions and say the right things to make him better. Now she's definitely scared.


End file.
